philosophy and natural history (Rousseau 1972 (Rousseau -1973 ). Yet Foucault's critical analysis of the concept of life continues to have a profound impact on many areas of contemporary cultural theory. His groundbreaking recognition that the conceptual category of 'life' as it is understood today emerges from the new political structures designed to monitor and control life that developed at the start of the nneteenth century has informed research in disciplines across the humanities and social sciences ever since. From 1800 onwards, to speak of life was not simply to refer to a state of aliveness, or vitality, Foucault argued. Rather, from this time life was increasingly understood as something separate from the natural state of living. Therefore, it could be investigated in and of itself, understood according to a scientific system of classification and, most importantly of all, studied separately from theological notions of 'the good life'.
We begin this introduction to our special issue of Australian Feminist Studies on 'The Somatechnics of Life and Death' with this return to Foucault because his central insight that knowledge and power are mutually constitutive, and that power is productive as well as oppressive, continues to provide new critical models with which to understand recent transformations in our understanding of the term 'life' at the start of the twentyfirst century. Studies of life and of 'life itself' have recently become a flourishing field of research, especially in feminist theory, in which the concepts of vitality, animacy and liveliness have been examined across a wide range of topics (see for instance, Grosz 2004 and Barad 2007; Bennett 2010; Kirby 2011and 2017 Zylinska and Kember 2012; Sellberg and Aghtan 2015; Sharp and Taylor 2016; Stephens 2018) . What is it about this subject, at this point in time, that makes it such a key concern in feminist thinking? As Ladelle McWhorter inquires in her foreword to Hasana Sharp and Chloe Taylor's edited collection Feminist Philosophies of Life: 'Why Life Now? ' (2016, xi) . This introduction and the articles that follow constitute a collective attempt to address this question by pointing out its theoretical stakes for contemporary feminist theory and exploring the range of approaches and methodologies available to it.
Like many grand concepts, discussions about 'life' tend to come to the fore when it is conceptually or politically most troubled or contested. Over the past decades, questions about life have been brought back into sharp focus by recent developments in the biomedical sector, the advance of climate change and species extinction, concerns about the treatment of refugee and Indigenous populations in times of political volatility, and so on. Given this context, feminist theorists informed by Foucauldian and genealogical approaches to the study of life have expressed some reservations about an emergent celebration of life as a form of vitality or unmediated force in some areas of contemporary feminist theory, principally new materialist feminism. For McWhorter, this materialist approach overlooks the historicity of life: '[i]f life is to be a major force in organizing feminist thinking now', she argues, we need to be 'very deliberate and as clear as possible about life's histories and politics ' (2016, xv) . Life is not 'a transhistorical signifier' with 'no history and no political investments', McWhorter cautions (xv). Rather, she suggests, in concert with Lynne Huffer, that the concept of life is to the twenty-first century what sex was to the nineteenth century: a product of biopower, not a natural given or pre-existing entity on which power operates: 'Like sex itself, the "imaginary element" that is life itself is increasingly constituted by the statistical tracking and manipulation of populations as "something desirable"' (Huffer 2016, 98; Foucault 1990, 156-7) .
Interestingly, much recent feminist work on the concept of 'life itself' investigates similar sets of concerns to that examined in an earlier generation of feminist thinking about sexuality, focusing on the connected networks in which questions of embodiment, affect, experience and knowledge production are conceptualised and manifested. And in this emergent field, we see emerge similar tensions between a focus on the bodily and experiential, on the one hand, and the discursive and historical, on the other. For McWhorter, citing Huffer's 'Foucault's Fossils': '[w]e need a conception of life that is alert in its own manifestations of those forces and their contingencies ' (McWhorter 2016, xv; Huffer 2016, 100) . The project McWhorter calls for here, to conceptualise life in terms of forces that are recognised as historically shaped as well as affectively experienced, is a necessarily collective one for contemporary feminist theory. The articles in this special issue represent an attempt to contribute productively to this project, doing so in representatively diverse ways. What is required to develop such a theory of life, as these articles collectively show, is to move between consideration of the historical and the material, representation and bodies -in short, to explore the somatechnics of life and death, in which bodies and cultural technologies are understood as mutually constitutive.
The articles that follow emerge from presentations at the 10th International Somatechnics Conference, held in December 2016 on beautiful Bundjalung country in Byron Bay. The conference was co-organised by Elizabeth Stephens (then Southern Cross University), Karin Sellberg (University of Queensland), Rebecca Olive (then Southern Cross University), Erika Kerruish (Southern Cross University), Akkadia Ford (Southern Cross University) and Kamillea Aghtan (independent scholar). Taking as its theme 'Technicity, Temporality, Embodiment', the conference was originally conceived as a broad and inclusive celebration of the wide range of significant research undertaken in the flourishing field of somatechnics, in honour of its tenth international conference. The term 'somatechnics', coined in 2003, conceptualises the relationship between embodiment and techné (understood in its broad sense of art or making) as mutually constitutive. As Nikki Sullivan explains:
techné is not something we add or apply to the already constituted body (as object), nor is it a tool that the embodied self employs to its own ends. Rather, technés are the dynamic means in and through which corporealities are crafted (2014, 188) .
Just as power and knowledge (or life) are interdependent concepts in Foucault's thought, somatechnics sees the fleshy materiality of bodies and its practices or techné as co-constitutive. To examine particular instances of somatechnics is not to study philosophical abstractions, however; on the contrary, it is to draw attention to the practices by which our histories and identities come to be inscribed on our bodies, in all their vulnerability and specificity. The importance of such work was reinforced when, in the run up to the Somatechnics conference in late 2016, the US presidential election took place and Donald Trump was elected as president. The conference took place in the immediate aftermath of this election. In this context, and the palpable sense of shock that attended it, studies of the somatechnics of life and death seemed more urgent than ever.
So what is a somatechnics of life (and death)? We can best understand the stakes of this question by considering the wider theoretical field from which it arises. As Rosi Braidotti has argued, contemporary feminist theory and politics have witnessed a recent (re)turn to consideration of '"real bodies" and real materiality ' (2010, 202) as issues of central concern. This turn to 'embodied' or 'material' issues in feminist theory has now been much remarked, although Braidotti's claims that late twentieth century feminist scholarship reveals an ingrained 'anti-biologism' remains the subject of debate within feminist theory (see Stephens 2014; Sellberg 2015; Sellberg and Aghtan 2015) . To address the political and conceptual status of 'real' bodies or materiality is also to recognise the cultural and political contexts in which they are located and to consider the way biopower, bioethics and biopolitics are currently reconfiguring the boundaries of life: '[t]he notion of "life itself" lies at the heart of biogenetic capitalism as a site of financial investments and potential profit ' (204) . In this context, Braidotti argues, the understanding of 'life itself' that emerges remains conceptually tied to its opposite: '[t]he being-aliveness of the subject (zoe) is identified with its perishability, its propensity and vulnerability to death and extinction ' (206) . Life and death become intricately linked in a binary discursive relationship, making one concept unthinkable without the other.
To recognise the conceptual interdependence of life and death is to register the inherent difficulty and slipperiness of the concept of 'life itself'. As Peta Hinton argues in 'A Sociality of Death: Towards a New Materialist Politics and Ethics of Life Itself', Braidotti's affirmative renegotiation of the relationship between life and death itself reproduces an ingrained binary thinking in its understanding the relationality of life and death (Hinton 2017 ). Braidotti's call for a more 'positive' or 'affirmative' approach to life presupposes some form of duality: there is an 'implicit separation of human and inhuman … enacted in the mode of addressing the negativity of the latter' (Hinton 2017, 240) . In affirmation (as opposed to negativity), humanity (as opposed to inhumanity) and liveliness (as opposed to death), there is a space in which life and death are necessarily, and always already the beginning and end of each other (Hinton 2017, 242) . Seeking critical models that avoid binary approaches to the question of life (and death), Hinton turns to the work of Karen Barad, and her theorisation of quantum physics and fields of entanglement as models for thinking differently. Drawing on this work, Hinton proposes a concept of life as a generative force that emerges within the friction between opposing concepts, a form of liveliness that radiates from the inbetween spaces, slipping out of the shifting boundaries linking life and death.
What is striking about these sustained and productive attempts to conceptualise life in contemporary feminist philosophy is how resistant the topic of 'life itself' is to such explication. Whether it is tied to concepts of death as its binary opposite, or located in an 'inbetween' place, life reveals a pronounced tendency to escape from the critical models that would take it as their central subject of analysis. The articles in this special issue attempt to grapple with this difficulty rather than resolve it. They do so by putting this important recent work in new materialist feminism into closer dialogue with a genealogical consideration of the social and political contexts in which particular concepts of life and death come to circulate. As McWhorter and Huffer argue, whether we approach questions of life in terms of traditional binary models or more recent and non binary quantum models, the concept of life remains central to a great deal of work in contemporary feminist and gender studies. Those who question the centrality or affirmative nature of life as a concept still continue to focus on the questions this poses: 'as Foucault puts it with regards to sex, "it is this desirability" of life "that attaches each one of us to the injunction to know it, to reveal its law and power"' (Huffer 2016, 98; Foucault 1990, 156-7) . Biopolitical and ontological readings of life alike continue to reiterate the impossibility of capturing life, or fully formulating its boundaries. This lends it critical impetus, as well as a rich conceptual potentiality (Sellberg 2016) . As Foucault points out in The History of Sexuality, Volume 1, the term 'biopolitics' refers to political structures and strictures but also offers the possibility that life itself may function as a source of critique and resistance to these power formations: 'it is not that life has been totally integrated into techniques that govern and administer it', Foucault argues 'it constantly escapes them' (Foucault 1990, 143; Lemm and Vatter 2014, 40) . While the conceptual evasiveness of life makes it a challenging but imperative topic in contemporary feminist theory then, this is also the source of its political and conceptual potential. Our contribution to this debate, in this special issue, is to consider the relation of life and death as a somatechnics, rather than to focus on life and death themselves. A somatechnics of life (or death), is a formulation that never assumes to reflect 'life itself' outside of its particular historical and cultural contexts. Here the bodily and technological, the material and historical, are examined as mutually constitutive elements of how we understand 'life itself' at any given moment. Referring concurrently to life and death, we point to the intricate relationship that is continually negotiated between these concepts and our focus is on the relationship itself rather than its components.
The articles in this special issue address this from a variety of perspectives. The lead article, Margrit Shildrick's '(Micro)chimerism, Immunity and Temporality: Rethinking the Ecology of Life and Death' is centrally concerned with the continual renegotiations of the boundaries of life and the temporal and discursive relationships between life and death. Tracing recent trends in feminist and gender studies approaches to life, Shildrick identifies a recent upsurge of interest in the coarticulation of biopolitical and bioethical entanglements that underpins conceptions of time, human life and the boundaries of humanity. Focusing on the concept of micro(chimerism), which is read together with contemporary rethinkings of the concept of immunity, she argues that microchimerism affords a new understanding of corporeal entanglement and provides a productive model with which to theorise somatic multiplicity, one that fundamentally disorders the presumed dominance of linear temporality. Shildrick acknowledges the importance of existing postmodernist bioethics, attending to the materiality and viscerality of the body, but calls for further consideration and renegotiation of 'the bookends' of life and death. Like Hinton, she argues that once the teleology of the life course is contested death is no longer an insult to being but merely one set of events in an ongoing vitalism. Unlike Hinton, however, Shildrick argues for an 'atemporal bioethics' rather than a quantum vacuum, as an alternative to binary thinking surrounding life and death. Like the quantum vacuum, an atemporal approach, she proposes, would allow for coexistence between life and death, rather than causal relationality, and simplistic binary logics.
The following article, by Tarsh Bates, continues this focus on the microcosmos, while extending our consideration of life to the sphere of the non-human and more-thanhuman. In 'The Queer Temporality of CandidaHomo Naturecultures' Bates considers the relationship between the yeast candida albicans and human biology as constitutive of a more-than-human ecology. The complex and diverse entanglement of relationships between the human, the microbial, culture and technology reveal that the human body is a queer ecology, Bates shows. Drawing on extensive experience as a lab-based and multi-media artist working with candida materials, Bates proposes a new microbiopolitical framework by which candida and human cohabitation can be better understood. Such a framework is a vital contribution to contemporary debates about kinship and queer kinship. Emerging literature on microbial communities has demonstrated that microbes are intensely social. This article engages with this material as a way of teasing out the rich potentiality of the queer and multispecies ecologies of the (more-than-) human body. Like Braidotti, Bates emphasises the affirmative qualities of life, and considers queer communities, founded on choice and more-than-biological recognition, as an alternative to dominant gene-centric kinship theories. Through a discussion of her recent artwork -in which candida is cultivated on blood agar, a growth medium that contains the blood of the human artist -Bates examines queer communities as intimate, performative and more-than-human, emerging from necessity and constantly co-created.
Collective imaginings of life are also investigated in Saartje Tack's article 'The Logic of Life: Thinking Suicide through Somatechnics' which performs a reading of suicide through somatechnics, in order to enquire into some of the ways in which suicide prevention narratives govern how we understand this issue. Like Shildrick, Tack problematises ideas of life (in opposition to death) as an a priori 'good'. Accounts of suicide are often framed through a narrative of prevention, by researchers and the public alike. Such (re)presentations of suicide are illustrative of an unquestioned understanding that suicide must be prevented, while the grounds, consequences, and effects of such framing remain uninterrogated. In the prevention narrative, life is the natural and normal state against which death is chosen, yet, simultaneously death is constituted as a non-choice in that it is a choice against the natural. Like the previous articles, Tack's article denaturalises and reframes the narrative constituents of life and death. In its collective repetition, life is constituted as a natural characteristic of bodies, which means that it is read and lived as a state that all people are by nature individually orientated towards. According to such a binary model, prevention is effectively instated as the only possible response to suicide. Laura Roberts's 'Disrupting Time: Somatechnics and the Opening of the Interval' similarly considers conceptions of temporality and binary logic in relation to 'the interrelationship between other, self, and world' (Pugliese and Stryker 2009, 2) . Thinking through the philosophical provocations that somatechnics brings, Roberts suggests that we can better appreciate the urgency of feminist challenges to binary hierarchical logics, and the opportunities this offers us to reimagine Western politics and ethics surrounding the boundaries of humanity and life. Roberts argues that aspects of Luce Irigaray's philosophy can be productively read alongside the concept of somatechnics as described by Pugliese and Stryker (2009) , particularly her philosophy of sexual difference. She draws on Irigaray's theories to form a new relational non-hierarchal ontology, and a new metaphysics that enables a reframing and revaluing of ethics. As such, she offers an alternative model, that bypasses the temporal determinism of current thinking surrounding life and death. Patrick Walsh's article 'Experimenting with "Life" in Nineteenth-Century Physiology: Brown-Séquard's Methodology for Characterising Blood' brings an important historical perspective to this special issue. This article helps progress recent debate in feminist philosophies of life, especially those informed by new materialism, by drawing attention to the cultural constructedness and the historical specificity of the concept of 'life' itself. This article casts new light on our understanding of the emergence of 'life' as an object of study in early nineteenth century physiology. Walsh examines the experimental records of a well-known nineteenth century French physiologist Charles Brown-Séquard, focusing on his writings about the physiology of the blood. Here, Walsh shows, 'life' is understood not as a property of vitality but as a form of measurement or conceptual tool. The article demonstrates how 'life' was negotiated, characterised and employed in BrownSéquard's experimental work, and in so doing, he demonstrates that to speak of 'life' is to speak not only of the physical/biological reactions within the body but what Walsh refers to as an experimental heuristic. That is, to understand the concept of life that emerges from nineteenth century biology we need to take account of an epistemological framework in which it resides. Life, in this context, is always-already a form of somatechnics. As Walsh shows, the relationship between 'life' and 'matter' is a necessarily historical question.
In the following article, 'The "Turns" of Feminist Time: Evolutionary Logic, Life and Renewal in "New Materialist" Feminist Philosophy', Karin Sellberg examines the recent surge of feminist new materialist writing on Darwin, evolution, renewal and creative change. In recovering the work of Charles Darwin and evolutionary science, Sellberg argues, feminist new materialists have found a rich source of material with which to construct non-teleological and anti-essentialist feminist theories of mutability and temporality. To this special issue on the somatechnics of life/death, Sellberg's article contributes an elucidation of the historical foundations and intellectual framework surrounding feminist philosophies of life and time. Drawing on a wide range of recent scholarship in this field -including the work of Elizabeth Grosz, Rick Dolphijn, Iris van der Tuin and Jane Bennett -this article critically engages with recent new materialist readings of some of the key concepts in evolutionary theory. Through her own reading of these texts, Sellberg teases out their philosophical underpinnings and explores the extent to which the theory of 'life' that emerges from these texts functions as a form of somatechnics that problematises the distinction between the living and the non-living, the organic and the inorganic, by demonstrating these to be mutually constitutive.
The main body of the issue concludes with an interview with Susan Stryker, conducted by Elizabeth Stephens and Karin Sellberg, entitled 'The Somatechnics of Breath: Trans* Life at this Moment in History'. The interview begins with a discussion of the powerful keynote lecture Stryker delivered at the 10th Somatechnics conference in December 2016. This keynote, which took breath as its central theme, reflected on the conditions of trans* life in North America in the immediate aftermath of the 2016 US presidential election. The interview provides the occasion to reflect on both this keynote and the changing political and social conditions in North America in the eighteen months since that election of Donald Trump was held. Following the somatechnics of breath from this starting point to the development of Stryker's current manuscript in process, What Transpires Now: Transgender Histories and Futures, the interview provides an insight into both the methodological and conceptual challenges of writing trans* history, with its twin dangers of presentism and anachronism. As Stryker reminds us, however, breath describes a wide range of possible relationalities: 'If to inspire is to breathe something in, and conspire is to breathe with others, then to transpire is to breathe across, to breathe across difference.' We are grateful for what transpired during our interview with Susan Stryker and for permission to publish a number of excerpts from her keynote 'Breathe: Trans* Life at this Moment in History'.
Finally, the research articles of the special issue are followed by a review forum and a documentary review essay. The review essay, by Xanthe Ashburner, discusses Fabrizio Terranova's Donna Haraway: Storytelling for Earthly Survival The four review forum respondents find different ways of negotiating Traub's central methodology of 'thinking with', rather than mapping out the history of sexuality. Traub argues that historical considerations of sex are useful concepts to 'think with', as the seeming ineffability of its earlier formulations, and the unquestioning belief in its previous 'categories and concepts' encourages us to question it. This approach, according to Traub, allows us to continually problematise and explore 'what it means to know', rather than claim distinct and measurable knowledge. The somatechnics approach and the multiperspectival research perspectives collected in this special issue similarly allow us to 'think with' life and death. By generating questions and continually renegotiating the boundaries and narratives of life, we hope to encourage and stimulate further critical consideration of liveliness and what it means to be alive.
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